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3. Methodology

Martha Burt's Practical Methods for Counting Homeless People1 outlines three groups of the Homeless and
"At-Risk" Population:

1. Adults, children and youth sleeping in places not meant for human habitation;
2. Adults, children and youth in shelters;
3. Adults, children and youth at imminent risk of residing on the streets or in shelters (including

persons in institutions and those who are "doubled up" in conventional dwellings).

For purposes of this report, we are counting Adults, children and youth in shelter.  Nevertheless, we
have made an attempt to collect some information on the other two categories of homeless persons in Utah. 
Our study methodology is defined by Burt as "a simple [point prevalence] count", which is to be "repeated
over the years" and is designed to "help establish a baseline and over-time perspective on changes in the size
and location of the homeless population."2  We recognize the limitations of this approach, for as Burt explains,

Most planning these days is for special subgroups of the homeless population, rather than for
all homeless considered together.  Transitional or permanent housing may need to be
different depending on whether it is to serve homeless female-headed families, mentally ill
individuals, chemically dependent individuals, physically handicapped individuals, or short-
term homeless with work histories.  Supportive services will also be different for these
subgroups, as may the order in which services are used and the length of time that people
continue to require the service...3

Burt also points out that this technique "will seriously under-represent the total number of homeless in a
community, and will not provide information about the problems and service needs of homeless people."4  She
reminds us that "any characterization of the overall homeless population that is derived from information
gathered only from the sheltered homeless will be seriously misleading"5 because of these problems.  But, as
Burt acknowledges, there are special challenges facing states that initiate homeless counts, including the
difficulty of covering large areas that have no services for the homeless, coordinating data with "a large and
diverse set of potential informants from many communities around the state," the difficulty of different
definitions, and the problem of interpreting non-response from whole communities.6

                                                                
1Martha Burt, Practical Methods for Counting Homeless People (Washington, D.C.: Interagency Council

on the Homeless & Housing and Urban Development, March 1992), pp. 3-4.

2Burt, p. 6.
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This study, like those that preceded it,7 is a "point prevalence" study—counting "the number of people who
are homeless at a single point in time."8  This kind of analysis leaves undetermined the length of homelessness.
 The Utah State Office of Education did a study of homeless children using the alternative method of "annual
estimates"9: the contrast between the two methodologies can be seen in a comparison between Education's
unduplicated numbers and the Community Development Division unduplicated point prevalence count.  The
former found a "total count of 4,894 homeless children and youth"10 in a study which the authors confessed
"represents only a partial count of the actual number of homeless children and youth in the State during
1991."11  The point prevalence counts by the Division in 1991 revealed 106 homeless children on the night of
31 January, and 114 on 31 July.

"Shelter populations are known to have higher proportions of women," writes Burt, "much higher proportions
of children, and fewer individuals homeless by themselves than the non-sheltered population.  People using
shelters also have shorter spells of homelessness and joblessness, less institutionalization for mental health or
chemical dependency problems, and more access to resources, than homeless people who do not use
shelters, and are different in other important ways as well..."12  By counting only those sheltered, the total
homeless population is under-counted.13

As Burt suggests, it is not necessary "to do complex and expensive studies every year to meet your data
needs..."14  During 1985 and 1986, Utah's Community Development Division joined others in commissioning
an extensive survey of homeless individuals; the consequent reports were published as Homelessness in Utah:
Problems and Recommendations: A Guide to Policymakers and Providers (Salt Lake City: 1986), and
Homelessness in Utah: Utah Homeless Survey: Final Report (Salt Lake City: 1986).  Burt explains that "many
jurisdictions have developed approaches that are based on knowledge gained from one extensive survey,
usually done through a contract with a private organization, in combination with simpler and cheaper annual
data collection methods.  While not yielding precise data ever year, these methods are adequate to give an idea

                                                                
7Dan DeGooyer Jr. and Kerry William Bate, Utah's 31 January 1991 Homeless Count (Salt Lake City:

Community Development Division, 5 April 1991), 12pp.;  Greg[ory] A. Fredde, Utah's 1991 Homeless Count (Salt
Lake City: Community Development Division, 10 September 1991) 83+pp.; and Gregory A. Fredde, Where is Home:
Utah's Homeless Count 31 January 1992 (Salt Lake City: Community Development Division, 15 March 1992), 23pp.;
Kerry William Bate, et al., Utah's 1992 Homeless Count (Salt Lake City: Community Development Division, December
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8Burt, p. 7.
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10[Marilyn Treshow], Homeless Children and Youth in Utah 1991 Report (Salt Lake City: Utah State Office
of Education, May 1992), p. v.

11Treshow 1991, p. 1.  This report notes that "the methodology implemented by the U.S. Department of
Education in gathering these data involves counting each child who is homeless and in a shelter during 1991, and as
such, any given count may represent one night of homelessness or several months of homelessness... only those
agencies that actually sheltered or paid for the night's lodging of children were sought as data sources.  This
includes 31 agencies throughout Utah" (p. 2).  The Utah Office of Education and the Division of Community
Development Services have coordinated their counts (see p. 15 of their report).
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13Burt, p. 28.

14Burt, p. 11.
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of trends, allowing a jurisdiction to keep track of stability or change in numbers and service needs."15  Burt's
argument that certain populations are under-counted in the point prevalence methodology is borne out by
comparing the point prevalence counts with the 1986 study, the latter of which showed a much higher rate of
mental illness and drug and alcohol abuse.  Utah's two 1986 reports have served as our basic information
source on homelessness, our point prevalence counts have supplemented these studies, and we have relied
heavily on the more recent study undertaken in 1995 by University of Utah students in Dr. Mark Hampton’s
statistics class.

When we did our first point prevalence count in Utah on 31 January 1991 we contacted all homeless
providers in the state to solicit their support; in addition, those agencies receiving state funding (77 percent of
Utah's homeless shelters have or had received state funds), had a contractual requirement to participate in the
count.  The first count was compiled just before formal allocation of the State Homeless Trust Fund dollars in
1991, money raised through a tax check-off as well as legislatively appropriated general revenues. 
Consequently, this count had some influence on funding decisions in 1991, and has had more influence on
decisions since.  Between contractual responsibility and funding possibilities, providers have been motivated to
participate in the counts; two of the state’s three Christian rescue missions initially took part in the point
prevalence counts but have since dropped out.  The Union Gospel Mission in Helper accepts state and federal
funding and is conscientious about providing the requested information.16  Because the Community
Development Division has now done eleven counts, providers are knowledgeable about the purpose of the
count and little special preparation is needed.

We do have information prior to these point prevalence counts: in December 1987 the U.S. Conference of
Mayors published a 26 city survey,17 The Continuing Growth of Hunger, Homelessness and Poverty in
America's Cities: 1987 which profiled Salt Lake City's homeless numbers in 1987 as compared to 1986.  In
February 1989 the State Homeless Coordinating Committee and the Ad Hoc Homeless Planning Committee
published Addendum to Utah's Plan to Serve Homeless Persons (Salt Lake City: February 1989); this
Addendum included the results of four surveys of Community Services Block Grant providers who "were
asked to complete a simple survey form identifying the number of homeless persons to whom services were
provided on a given day."18  These counts took place on 28 February 1988, 29 April 1988, 29 July 1988, and
23 September 1988.  "In the rural areas of the state," the Addendum reported, "the services provided, in many
instances, reflect a nearly unduplicated count of homeless people served that day, while in Salt Lake, Ogden,
and Provo the service counts obviously have large numbers of duplications in services delivered.  For
example, an individual in Salt Lake may have received a night of shelter as well as a meal at a local soup
kitchen.  The point-in-time [point prevalence] count would have reported two separate services."19  The
survey was also inadequate because Weber County only participated in the count on 29 July; subsequent
studies clearly establish Weber as second only to Salt Lake County in total numbers of homeless in our
state.20  Utah's 1990 Comprehensive Homeless Assistance Plan (Salt Lake City: Community Development

                                                                
15Burt, p. 11.

16Ed Carnell's Salt Lake Rescue Mission and Rev. Howard Langston’s Ogden Rescue Mission no longer
participate in the counts.

17Lilia M. Reyes and Laura DeKoven Waxman, The Continuing Growth of Hunger, Homelessness and
Poverty in America's Cities: 1987 (Washington, D.C.: United States Conference of Mayors, December 1987).

18[Maun Alston], Addendum to Utah's Plan to Serve Homeless Persons (Salt Lake City: State Homeless
Coordinating Committee and Ad Hoc Homeless Planning Committee, February 1989), p. 1.

19Addendum, p. 2.

20Weber County's proportion of the homeless population in our point prevalence counts has been between
16.5% and 29.3% since 1991.
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Division, August 1990) gave some estimates of the numbers of homeless people on a given night in 1990;
those estimates are correlated in this present study with the 1988 counts.  Based on the numbers in the four
1988 counts and estimates in Utah's 1990 Comprehensive Homeless Assistance Plan for 1990, we arrive at a
halfway point for 1989.  Taking all of this together, we are able to present some trends since 1986; however,
counts prior to 31 January 1991 were compiled using different standards and often rely on estimates; from
1991 on we are firmly anchored in hard numbers.  We've taken the short cut of adding the two annual counts
and dividing by two in order to get an average of the number of sheltered homeless in our state on any given
day in that year.

Our survey instrument itself has been slightly redesigned several times in response to suggestions from
providers, special inquiries from legislators, and the data needs of other state agencies, such as the Utah State
Office of Education.  Utah chooses to count twice a year because we followed the format that HUD at one
time intended to mandate: by using the dates of 31 January and 31 July we are able to get both a winter and
summer count, and we follow Burt's suggestion that "it is probably best to conduct your research during the
last week of the month, and not the first two weeks.  Some people can afford to house themselves for the
first part of each month, until their welfare or pension checks run out.  Then they spend some time homeless,
either in shelters or on the streets.  You will probably want to capture the higher end of this monthly
pattern."21  Burt also suggests targeting a particular night of the month, but we've stuck with specified dates
so that providers can rely on consistency.  We recognize that some nights might be peak nights, while others
are lower service.  The counts we've done fall on the following nights:

31 January 1991 - Thursday  31 July 1991 - Wednesday
31 January 1992 - Friday  31 July 1992 - Friday
31 January 1993 - Sunday   31 July 1993 - Saturday
31 January 1994 - Monday 31 July 1994 - Sunday
31 January 1995 - Tuesday   31 July 1995 - Monday
31 January 1996 - Wednesday 31 July 1996 - Wednesday
31 January 1997 - Friday   31 July 1997 - Thursday
31 January 1998 - Saturday  31 July 1998 - Friday

 31 January 1999 – Sunday 31 July 1999 – Saturday

One problem with these dates is that both counts in 1993 were on weekends and therefore questions about
school attendance of homeless children were irrelevant for the night being counted.

Surveys for the homeless point prevalence count were sent out to homeless providers, including shelters
which served the general homeless population, shelters serving only women or only battered women, and
other providers who provide overnight housing to individuals from the streets, including leasing motel space. 
Occasionally an agency has missed a count; when that's happened, we've used the numbers provided by them
in other counts to estimate.

                                                                
21Burt, p. 27.


